REMEMBERING AN UNBEARABLE DAY - 1 FEB 2003

Kathleen Poe Giusti, Houston, TX
          I decided that STS-107 would be coming in too far north of Houston in the daylight, so blew off trying to watch entry.  Decided to go to some garage sales.  Was on NASA 1 at the Space Center Blvd. light ready to make a turn to check out some more good spots when the garden guy on the radio said something like, "You know that space shuttle landing?  Well, it doesn't look too good.  Something has gone wrong."  I switched channels and another station said it hadn't landed yet.  I looked at the time - it should have landed.   I went straight on NASA 1.  
          Something had gone wrong and my group couldn't install some software on the shuttle simulator.  We had to keep the simulator the way it was when the 107 crew trained.  There would be an inquiry.  Filing cabinets would be locked.  Software had to be pristine.  I had to get to building 5 right away.  I didn't have a cell phone with me then, so I just drove as quickly as I could to the main gate of Johnson Space Center.  My hand was trembling as I held out my badges for the guard to check.  He had no idea that something had gone wrong with the shuttle landing.  I was afraid that if I said something about it he wouldn't let me on-site.  

          Parked and ran into the building.  Asked SimControl if the software had been installed yet.  No, they answered, and it wouldn't be installed until further notice.  Good.   I was still under the assumption (hope) that Columbia didn't land at KSC for some reason, but that it landed somewhere else, like Tallahassee or Mobile.  We just had to find out where it landed or maybe even crash landed.  Told SimControl that I was going to remain in 5 just in case the flight director wanted any scenarios run with the 107 training load.  The building was locked down.  They made a list of personnel remaining in the building.  My name was on a list that allowed me to remain and help with whatever was asked of us.  Found a box of 107 flight data files that were used by the 107 crew.  They were just sitting in the simulator control room ready to pick up for archive.  Had them moved to a more secure location.  

          I watched all the news channels.  No report of a landing anywhere.  No report of paramedics being called to aid a strange plane that crashed in a wheat field.  Nothing.  The reports of the shuttle breaking up over Texas seemed more and more of a reality.  The more I channel surfed, the more often a coworker kept telling me to "get over it."  I'm sure that he wonders why I think we are "on different pages."
          A few hours passed and the flight director made the decision that he didn't need our simulator to recreate anything in the entry.  He didn't need to recreate anything because it wouldn't make any difference.  The 107 crew were lost.  It was an awful thought that now had more credibility than before.  I went into the bathroom to have a cry in private before I went home.  Not in the mood to hear another "get over it."  When I walked into the bathroom, I remembered how the summer before I was in the same spot and heard a little girl singing her heart out.  How out of place, but wonderful.  I looked at the first stall and could see little legs hanging from the adult toilet just swinging back and forth in time to the little tune.  What a welcome sight in such a serious building.  Astronaut Kalpana Chawla was holding the door shut for her little guest.  She saw me looking down and looked herself to see the tiny swinging legs.  We both laughed and exchanged smiles.  
          Laurel Clark wearing silky oversized aloha shirts that fluttered as she walked.  Me getting the attention of one of their trainers through the glass door as I walked by during one of their training sessions.  He looked like he'd been sitting in front of the workstation a few hours too many, so I got him to smile and wave back.  Willie McCool coming in on my time to get a sneak peak at the new MEDS crew station.  He flew an ascent and entry, something like that.  Later he was chosen for a MEDS flight.  Couldn't think of any other person flying MEDS.  Lots of memories.   Every one of the 107 crew I had seen around the simulator building the past few years.  None of them were grumpy.  They were always upbeat and cheerful.  My opinion was that they were ready to pass into the next life in peace when their time came.  It is something that is always on my mind when I think of that unbearable day.  It's hard to believe it's been two years.  
          Volunteered to help walk through the East Texas brambles to find pieces of Columbia.  I know what the switches, meters, etc. look like.  Thought I knew more than most about some of the hardware and could help.  I was 47 at the time and overweight.  Coworkers half my age didn't put their names in.  Can't speak for them why they didn't offer to help.  Don't know if my name never got forwarded because someone thought that I would have a heart attack or something.  Perhaps they had all the names they needed.  Just wanted to help.  Willing to get my jeans torn up and my fingers cut and pinched.  The least I could do.  
          Have helped get the simulator checked out and ready to go for the crews in training.  My company gave my group a technical achievement award for helping with Return to Flight.  What an honor.  With or without it, I know I have helped in some way with getting back into space.  Thanks for reading my memories of that unbearable day.  []
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